I was doing the admin for the prolific offenders team and it was mostly things like sending letters and updating files and updating various systems. When offenders plead guilty to an offence the probation service will draw up a pre-sentence report to send to the court to tell the judge or the magistrate about the various crimes they've committed, the various mitigating circumstances, their background. And it was my job to format those for the court. So, I had access to all these documents which went into the crimes and the backgrounds of the people who'd committed the crimes.
I had quite a sheltered upbringing in quiet, leafy Hampshire near Basingstoke.
So, fresh out of Uni this was the first time I'd ever been aware of the reality of being criminal. I mean, until that point I'd been aware that there were crimes committed, and these people were bad, bad people, but then I became aware that there was this other side and it was interesting to see the stories behind the headlines, behind the crime figures. So, I mean it wasn't really legal training-although I could tell you all about community sentence orders, and all the various bits and pieces out there; all the very boring probation service bits and pieces for the computing systems.
So, the stories behind it all was what fascinated me, and I think I was working there when I'd just started working on Britten and Brülightly [Berry 2008 ]and did the artwork on it. I'd written it, and that was the point where I started to work with the probation service, and that very heavily influenced both Britten and Brülightly and Adamtine [Berry 2012 ].
TG: So, is criminal justice something you feel quite strongly about? HB: Yes, I would say so. I mean I'm quite a bleeding heart lefty, a wishy-washy liberal, and I do find the way the system impacts upon people interesting and abhorrent, and kind of alarming. To see the effects on people that it has, I think that's really impacted on my work in quite a big way. In the story of Adamtine [for an excerpt, see Figure 1 ] there are four people who are trapped on a train, and it switches between the current story and the background. So, in the current story there are these four characters who are trapped on a train and it flashes between their situation and the reasons why they're there, and the reasons why they're there is that they've all lead to the death of a man. And it's the idea of this unrelenting force, this unrelenting justice, this inescapable justice which is slowly catching up with them, and that's the thing I find fascinating. It's also quite a staple of horror that there's this menace that you can never, never get away from.
TG: Do you view the law in that way, as this kind of pervasive, ominous force that we cannot escape? HB: Yes and no. I should say I'm aware that a lot of these people that I'm feeling sorry for are wankers-sorry-that deserve justice. But I'm very interested in the way that the law affects different people differently, or can catch up with different people differently, and certain people are more vulnerable in the march of the justice system than others. Some people can escape from certain aspects of it. For example, I think white collar criminals find it easier; it's easier to evade certain justices, shall we say, if you know the right people. When you asked me to do this interview, I didn't really think that the law was something I wrote about, but it turns out it is something I write about all the time.
It turns out that is a fascination of mine, so thank you for making me realise this about myself.
TG: I'm just going to follow up on those themes of escaping the law; so, some of your work seems to engage quite a lot with the issues of responsibility. In Brit- never be published and it'll be funny to have a character called Fern Britten; that will be hilarious! And then it's haunted me ever since. But the idea was that Fern was this character who was so depressed and so-not quite unhinged, but he was at the brink, at the precipice. And there's the idea, you know, that tea is the ultimate pick-me-up. If someone has had a bereavement, or something awful has happened, the first thing you do is make them a cup of tea. And then maybe give them a hug or whatever-but tea first. It's the go-to thing. It's the one practical thing that you can do, I think, in a slightly emotionally repressed society like the one we have in Britain.
It's the one thing you can do that is immediately a well-versed and well-understood gesture. And so that was how this character came to be a teabag, and it was almost like a little grasp at self-reassurance. Because I never explained either if the teabag is in his imagination, or if it's actually physically a talking teabag. It's a mystery that I will never explain, because there's no explanation. I like to write things which are open to interpretation. all. There's nobody else on the train, there's no conductors, no drivers, there's nothing-and the livery of the train is Southern Rail. It's immediately recognisable. Also, I feel like that story wouldn't have worked so well in other countries. I haven't lived in a lot of other countries, but I get the impression that we will quietly put up with a lot-I mean, secretly we're fuming, but we'll quietly put up with a lot, until somebody comes along and says 'I'm sorry we're delayed', and then you can get angry. So, the characters in the story are trapped on this train, and they don't know what's happening, and they are slightly obliged to just sit there and put up with it. Until, you know, they find otherwise.
I remember hearing somewhere, and I wish I could remember all the details, that there was a thought experiment that happened-sorry, not a thought an experiment, an actual experiment that happened! I think it was in Germany and Mexico and the UK, where there was an office building and, I think, there were two doors; I'm going to see if I can remember this now! So, there were two doors, and people would use one of them for entry and one for exit, and the experiment was-I think-they blocked up one of the doors. So in, I think it was in Mexico, people were very quick to complain and try and get around this. In Germany, I think they found a new system to circumvent the whole thing. And in the UK, we just sort of stood and waited and queued-we just put up with it, which is hilarious and so sad at the same time. Sorry, I got completely off the subject. What was the question?
TG: Britishness.
HB: Britishness, yes; there we go, yes. It sounds very cruel and very reductive, but there are huge numbers of the population who will take the newspapers, or really a single newspaper, and that will be their sole source of information. And unfortunately in the UK we happen to have very, very pernicious and exploitative media outlets, which are shaping the dialogue around certain subjects. It's led to me having a few very awkward arguments on Facebook with family members, but it's something which has infuriated me for a long time.
I guess other countries do have it as well, but I had this weird thing the other day. I was at a big international conference for writers from all around the world and there were people there from Malaysia and from Turkey and from Egypt, and I stood up and I said to the audience, 'you know what? I think our press is too free', and there was a terrible, terrible silence. And rightly so, but I do feel like it has and the ones I think are the absolute successes, the ones that will probably win me some kind of future prize, they're the ones that do alright, you know? They're okay.
But the ones that I sort of do in a hurry and I think are less good, they're the ones that do really well. So maybe my sense of humour is not what everybody else's is, or it's not in comic format. I feel like they're just building up to do comics but they don't know how to do comics yet. I think it's the best way of getting across information. I think people when they're new to comics don't understand that it's not about writing a story and then illustrating it, it's about these two different languages and there's a kind of-this sounds incredibly twatish-there's a kind of friction between the two; they'll never be exactly corroborating with each other. There's something between the two: there's something in the dialogue which is different to the image, and between them they build up an extra level of understanding. The possibilities are incredible and I find that so exciting.
Also, you can do so many things with the form as well that I think you can't do with other mediums. With Adamtine, the current story is set on a train, as I keep saying, but the background to this is black-all the borders and the gutters, everything is black, and the panels with the characters in, they're almost like these little lights in the darkness as the story progresses. I'm not sure if readers have noticed this consciously or not, but the gutters between the panels as the book goes on, they slowly increase in size so the panels themselves are shrinking. It's like the characters, as the storyline progresses, they're slowly being winked out into the darkness. And the ghost-it's not really a ghost, it's kind of the menace of the story-is in the borders and the gutters, it's in the darkness. So sometimes it does spill out into the panels themselves. And occasionally there are things in the darkness, outside the panels, which are looking back, then at the same time as they're watching the characters they're also looking back at us. So it's like this interim level where the characters are being watched, but we are also being watched. I was just playing with all that, and I HB: Yes. I mean, I find that it flows better if there are no outlines, so they border themselves. Everybody works differently, but for me I find that because the panels tend to have a lot of detail, and they tend to be quite rich anyway, I find that they're already quite delineable, so I don't think it needs to have a line necessarily drawn around it. So I don't. But if there was a story that necessitated it, then I would do. [Gravett 2008] . It was about this mouse which had a scrapbook and it was going through and listing all the things it was afraid of, and it was sort of sticking things into the scrapbook and tearing pieces out. There was this moment of metafiction, and I thought 'that looks like fun', and that's basically where Adamtine came from, with this metafiction development.
So, thanks Emily for that. it's about how we express ourselves, how we define ourselves, how we perpetuate thoughts and ideas, and how we communicate with each other. There's something about comics which I think can do that so, so perfectly, and in a way that is because of the way that you read them at your own pace, and the way you digest them at your own speed, and the way that you kind of translate them yourself. They're very, very personal; there's something very personal about them. When you read a comic it's as if you are having this very, very direct relationship with the person who made it. And perhaps also it's something to do with the fact that it's usually one person that has made this thing, and so it's like this very direct line of dialogue between the creator and the reader. I think that's something that I really enjoy, and I know that whenever I go to festivals or go to any events or anything that are related to comics, the people that I've met who have read my comics sort of act like they know me. Which I kind of love, actually. I mean, sometimes it's a bit creepy, but not always. I really enjoy that, I really appreciate it.
I think comics are perhaps a bit maligned and a bit overlooked as a medium because I think people are not really aware of the full potential of them. But I hope that in this country in particular, where we tend to be a bit hard on them, I hope that they will become as popular and as important as part of the cultural narrative as they are in, say, France or Japan. I really hope; this is my dream.
TG: Brilliant. Thank you very much.
HB: Thank you.
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